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Abstract 
In this paper, we provide specific examples of the educational promises and problematics that arise 
as pedagogical initiatives framed within a multiliteracies framework encounter conventional institutional 
beliefs and practices in mainstream schooling. This paper documents and characterizes the ways in which 
two specific digital learning initiatives were played out in two distinctive traditional schooling contexts, as 
experienced by two different student groups: one comprising an elite mainstream and the other, an 
excluded minority. By learning from the instructive complications that arose out of attempts by innovative 
and well-meaning educators to provide students with more relevant learning experiences than currently 
exist in mainstream schooling, this paper contributes fresh perspectives and more nuanced understandings 
of how diverse learners and their teachers negotiate the opportunities and challenges of the New London 
Group’s vision of a multiliteracies approach to literacy and learning. We conclude by arguing that, where 
multiliteracies are understood as “garnish” to the “pedagogical roast” of traditional code-based and print-
based academic literacies, they will continue to work on the sidelines of mainstream schooling, and be seen 
only as either useful extensions or helpful interventions for high-performing and at-risk students 
respectively.  
 
Introduction 
The term multiliteracies, as the New London Group recently acknowledged (see Cope & Kalantzis’ in 
this issue), has become more ubiquitous in discussions of the skills and capacities that should be outcomes 
of formal learning in the 21st century. In light of the rigorous conceptual and theoretical work that has gone 
into developing the programmatic manifesto of the pedagogy of multiliteracies in the past decade (Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2009; New London Group, 1996, 2000), we take the challenge now as not so much to define 
and/or conceptualize what multiliteracies might be in abstract terms—although theorizing work will need to 
continue given the nature of the field—but to map current attempts to inculcate them, and the extent to 
which these attempts are achieving such outcomes.  
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Specifically, this paper augments current understandings of multiliteracies in two ways. First, it 
focuses squarely on contemporary digital technologies and literacies. While digitality did not feature 
prominently in the New London Group’s early work in 1996, more recent work has seen increasing 
engagement with this critical dimension of 21st-century literacies (e.g., Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Kress, 2003; 
see also Gee, 2003, 2007, 2008, on videogames, learning and literacies). Second, this paper looks at precise 
applications of digital tools in schools to examine the ways in which key stakeholders of the schooling 
economy negotiate the complexities of integrating these contemporary technologies into mainstream 
pedagogical practice. To date, few studies have taken a close look at the adoption and diffusion process of 
multiliteracies initiatives. By moving closer to the pedagogical work in school, this paper contributes fresh 
perspectives and more nuanced understandings of how diverse learners and their teachers negotiate the 
opportunities and challenges of the New London Group’s vision of a multiliteracies approach to literacy and 
learning. 
 
What follows are specific examples of the educational promises and problematics that arise as the 
“rubber” of multiliteracies pedagogical initiatives “hits the road” of existing institutional beliefs and practices 
in mainstream schooling. The aim here is to document, characterize and provide insights into the ways in 
which two specific digital learning initiatives were played out in two distinctive traditional schooling 
contexts. We explore how these initiatives were experienced by two groups of students: one comprising an 
elite mainstream and the other, an excluded minority. We seek to learn from the instructive complications 
that arose out of attempts to provide students with more relevant learning experiences than currently exist 
in mainstream schooling. 
Multiliteracies in Practice: Possibilities and Problematics 
Educators in contemporary pluralistic societies generally recognize that they cannot ignore cultural 
and linguistic diversities in the classroom or treat them as incidental to the core business of education. With 
increasing cultural and linguistic diversity becoming a global phenomenon, higher and wider levels of literacy 
are expected from all students. Consequently, there are more persistent calls for educators to pay closer 
attention to pedagogies that assist English learners in achieving educational parity with native English 
speakers (Grant & Wong, 2003; McWilliam, Dooley, McArdle, & Tan, 2009; Tan, 2008). This takes more than 
in-principle commitment. It takes time, effort and pedagogical skill. Making the required policy changes is a 
necessary antecedent but it is insufficient of itself. The challenge is to introduce the pedagogical practices, 
dispositions and values that will need to be sustained within that context, in order to achieve parity across 
linguistic groups. This requires a fundamental cultural shift in traditional school settings that serve 
multicultural and multilingual communities but in which “Anglo” traditions have long been legitimated. This 
is as true in ex-British colonies, such as Australia and Singapore, as it is in any part of the world with a 
postcolonial legacy of Anglo attitudes and values.  
 
Recent research has distilled a number of concerns about the digital/pedagogy nexus, including (i) a 
lack of clarity about the benefits of expensive technology, (ii) the underutilization of technologies in 
classrooms, and (iii) confusion over whether the main goal of education is improved performance in formal 
assessment or greater human capacity more broadly understood (Ware, 2008; Warschauer, 2008). In order 
to probe more fully the application of digital tools in specific settings of advantage and disadvantage, we 
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have focused on two specific multiliteracies initiatives. The first of these pertains to a school setting in which 
there is both significant cultural capital and high levels of academic achievement. The second initiative was 
enacted in a school whose student population comprises a large number of “empty suitcase refugees”, who 
are in many respects arguably at the other end of the spectrum of social advantage. What unites these 
instances of pedagogical application is a policy intention to make teaching more relevant to the means by 
which 21st-century students learn and their preferred modes of social engagement. Specifically, the 
intentions of the policy directions in all cases can be summarized in the following educational objectives: 
 
1. to facilitate the development of students’ individual and collaborative interests and abilities through the 
use of new digital media that are highly engaging and relevant to the students’ lifeworlds; 
2. to provide students with the opportunity to learn in an environment that is more flexible and less 
prescriptive than a structured traditional classroom, in turn allowing students to explore their passions 
and make competent choices regarding their learning; 
3. to create opportunities for students to develop knowledge and skill sets relevant to the 21st century, 
including digital literacies, communicative competence, and abilities to lead and work in teams, so as to 
enhance the students’ future career and professional opportunities; and 
4. to allow students to take ownership of their own learning process and outcomes through self-directed 
learning, and at the same time, engage in this process of knowledge construction with a broader 
community of peer learners. 
 
There was a sense from the staff in both schooling contexts that such objectives were relevant and 
overdue. To this extent, it could be argued that teachers seemed ready for a multiliteracies pedagogical 
model, appreciating its value for 21st-century learning and for language-minority students with conventional 
academic and/or English language needs. It became apparent, however, in the implementation phase, that 
the resilience of traditional school cultures and values appeared to be as powerful as contemporary 
advocates of digitalization indicate (Christensen, Horn & Johnson, 2009; Tapscott, 2009). This was evidenced 
in the commitment of key stakeholders—students, teachers and parents alike—to systematic, code-based 
literacy instruction and acquisition, with conventional print and alphabetic literacy held as prerequisites to 
other literacy resources and multimodal engagement. The robust nature of existing institutional beliefs and 
conventional pedagogical practices reshapes initiatives according to the norms of schooling, so that 
digitalization became sidelined into initiatives that related only to a small number of staff and students, who 
were perceived either to need extra-curricular extension or “special provisions”. Put bluntly, a multiliteracies 
framework appeared to be supported in principle, but collapsed when it came to systemic and 
comprehensive pedagogical practice in schools (Warschauer & Grimes, 2008).  
 
The scenarios that we explore below indicate how certain contestations and accommodations worked in 
each context, both to applaud the new initiative and to delimit it, so that it became a part of the larger 
whole, with its potential for disruption diminished by this partial adoption. In the case of the school with 
significant cultural capital, we see a multiliteracies pedagogical initiative in the form of a Web 2.0, student-
led media centre being endorsed and encouraged within official school policy and by key school leaders, 
while at the same time, students voting with their feet to move away from engaging with this digital learning 
initiative when they perceived it as a distraction from the core business of test performance. In the school 
whose primary role is to prepare migrant students for mainstream schooling in the shortest possible time, 
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we see teachers’ concerns around the need to first acquire literacy “basics” before students can engage 
productively with such digital affordances, and how, according to the teaching staff, it is the development of 
these basics that is the primary work of the school. There is both a recognition of the value of multiliteracies 
and digital learning tools in the future, and a marginalization of them in the present in favour of a sequential 
growth and development model for achieving conventional print literacy and basic social competencies. We 
now look more closely at each of these implementation attempts. 
Scenario One: An Elite School with a Digital/Diligence Conundrum 
Context as an Imperative to Change 
The first multiliteracies implementation scenario is set in a long-established, well-resourced and high-
performing independent senior schooling environment in urban Queensland, Australia. The students, 
teachers and parents in this setting have high aspirations for the professional futures of the school’s 
graduates. They place a high value on the formal qualifications that the school awards, as well as the 
development of skills and dispositions that provide for future professional success in the workplace. In other 
words, the school emphasizes both excellence in traditional academic literacies and disciplines, as well as 
the development of essential digital literacies, leadership capacities and a spirit of imagination (or creativity) 
in the students.  
 
To this end, the Head of Senior School capitalized on existing relationships with the research team to 
endorse the implementation of a student-led, peer-to-peer online learning initiative in the form of a 
multimodal Web 2.0 Student Media Centre (SMC). This was done with the specific purpose of engaging the 
whole senior school student population, consisting of nearly 600 students in Years 10, 11 and 12, in flexible 
networked digital learning. The intention was that this learning would extend beyond conventional 
classroom pedagogies and traditional literacies, in order to develop autonomous and “leaderly” dispositions, 
as well as creative capacities. Put simply, no elite school—and certainly not this one—wants to be seen as 
lagging in terms of their provision of technological support and affordances for students. 
What Happened? 
The Head of Senior School, in consultation with the lead teacher of the school’s Gifted and Talented 
Program, selected a core group of 30 students to set up, implement and lead the SMC. This core group 
comprised Year 12 students with leadership roles in the school, and approximately 25 students from Year 10 
and 11, identified as either gifted and talented students or as exhibiting some form of creative inclination 
(e.g., in creative writing, digital media, graphics and design, and so on). The SMC was set up in Term 1 of 
2007, and officially launched in the wider senior school student community at the commencement of Term 2 
in 2007. 
 
Twelve months after this launch, an evaluation of students’ patterns of SMC use showed widespread 
ambivalence toward the value of the initiative on the part of the senior school student community. While 
some students endorsed its potential for enhancing their learning, the majority were less than convinced of 
its direct applicability or relevance to their performance in the high-stakes assessments that would 
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determine their future academic pathways and, hence, professional success. These findings point to tensions 
between being “digital kids” and “diligent students”, that is, making a choice between engaging in the Web 
2.0 learning initiative and adhering to the value, legitimacy and priority given to traditional modes of 
learning and literacy practices, goal orientations and school achievement. 
To inquire further into this ambivalence, a regression tree analysis
1
 of nearly 500 student 
questionnaire responses (aimed at measuring the extent to which specific variables predict students’ SMC 
usage) showed that, at the individual level, cognitive playfulness and learning goals orientation emerged as 
significant predictors of SMC usage. In other words, students who exhibited higher levels of intellectual 
inquisitiveness and learning goals—which are learning dispositions that motivate them to (i) “explore and 
play with a problem until it is solved” (Tan & McWilliam, 2008, p. 10; see also Dunn, 2004; Glynn & Webster, 
1993) and (ii) “develop new skills, master new tasks and understand new things” (Dweck, 2000, p. 15)—were 
most likely to engage significantly with the SMC learning innovation. Students who reported the highest 
levels of SMC usage were characterized as possessing high levels of cognitive playfulness (both in terms of 
curiosity and creativity) and robust learning goal orientations rather than being merely performance-
focused. On the other hand, students who reported the lowest levels of SMC usage were characterized by 
low levels of cognitive playfulness, low learning goal orientations but high performance goal orientations. 
This finding underscores the importance of cognitive playfulness as a learning disposition—as distinct from a 
performance-oriented disposition (Dweck, 2000)—that motivates individuals to engage with and embrace 
novel situations and innovations put before them. It suggests that cognitive playfulness, as symptomatic of 
and in combination with a healthy orientation toward learning (rather than being merely performance-
focused), may be decisive learning dispositions for successfully negotiating the digital/diligence conundrum 
encountered by students in contemporary schools that place a high value on both traditional academic 
achievement and digital competencies. Traditional schooling cultures, however, appear to dampen the 
desire to learn through having fun, including those activities associated with using contemporary digital 
technologies; where playfulness is pitted against performance, then performance will generally win out in an 
elite schooling context. 
Instructive Complications 
What are the lessons that we learn from this scenario? Clearly good intentions and cutting-edge 
resources are not sufficient to overturn long-term, entrenched educational cultures. We learn that students 
are neither naïve nor “easily bought” in terms of their learning practices. In a context where diligence 
appears to be pitted against digitality, as it is in this elite school, the smartest thing for students to do is to 
guard against failure rather than look for innovative ways to extend their skills and capacities. They are, in 
this sense, already “schooled” and have learned their lessons well. This case study is a good example of the 
complications involved in moving education systems from the industrial age to a digital knowledge economy. 
Warschauer (2007) made this point by arguing that education systems and schools are currently 
experiencing an awkward transition between what Bolter (1991) called the late age of print and what others 
(e.g., Attewell & Winston, 2003) have called a post-typographic society. Viewed through the lens of supply-
push and demand-pull approaches to education and schooling, this transition is indeed a complex process. In 
the late print age, the logic of mainstream schooling continues to be constructed predominantly through a 
supply-push approach to education; such a logic privileges academic credentials accomplished through 
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standardized testing, and strong academic performance in turn relates to high levels of print-based, 
knowledge memorization and reproduction skills. 
 
While progressive educators, including advocates of multiliteracies, rightly insist on expanding 
learning opportunities for all students by capitalizing on emergent networked technologies, it is easy to 
underestimate the durability of existing and culturally-validated institutional practices. The call to student-
centredness can be formally endorsed without any serious incursion being made into traditional modes of 
pedagogical work. In this elite school, educators have to negotiate relentless pressure from parents and 
other stakeholders (including the state’s syllabuses and national testing regimes) to maintain high levels of 
print literacy in their students, which is in turn identified through high academic achievement and the 
acquisition of paper qualifications. In the same way, students are acculturated and socialized to value the 
types of literacy practices that they, their families, and their communities believe will contribute to academic 
success and thereby enhance their life opportunities, while resisting other practices that are not perceived 
to be directly related to academic success, such as online activities that are neither mandatory nor strictly 
examination/curriculum-based (Albright, Purohit, & Walsh, 2005; Warschauer, 2007). 
Scenario Two: “Mainstreaming” Migrant Students 
Context as an Imperative to Change 
The second implementation scenario was set in a public “reception” school in urban Queensland that 
specializes in preparing new migrant ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) learners in the middle 
years of schooling for mainstream education through intensive English language teaching and learning. The 
primary educational objective of the school is to develop migrant students’ English language skills and social 
capabilities before they transfer to mainstream education in their local secondary schools.  
 
The school has a long history of successful work with students from vastly diverse cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, including middle school-aged youths from Asia, East Europe, and the Middle East, 
among others; so, the imperative to change did not arise from the school’s overall performance, but rather 
from concerns about the lack of progress of a new wave of Horn of Africa refugee migrant students, who 
arrived in the country in recent years with disrupted educational backgrounds and traumatic social and 
emotional experiences. These recent and growing intakes of African migrant students—a majority of whom 
had come from Sudan and Burundi—have severely challenged the expertise and resources of the school. 
This cohort of students had been identified, through the school’s records, as spending a substantially longer 
period of time than other migrant groups (including other African refugees) in the foundational and beginner 
levels at the school, where the development of basic socialization skills and the provision of intensive ESL 
(English as a Second Language) tuition occurs. The school data indicated that the length of time required to 
prepare these students for integration into mainstream secondary schools had increased in comparison with 
earlier groups of ESOL students. 
 
The experienced teachers in this school, whose job it has been to integrate these students into an 
English language-dominant mainstream education system in as short a time as possible have found 
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themselves in a situation where they have to confront many unprecedented problems and issues. As 
researchers who sought to support the efforts of these teachers, we worked with them to explore 
pedagogical possibilities that might speed up the process and make for a more productive engagement of 
these young people on arrival and in transition to their age-equivalent year levels in the mainstream 
schooling sector. 
What Happened? 
The school principal and key teaching staff were keen to explore and develop all options for 
enhancing the learning engagement and transition experiences for these students by creating multiple 
pathways through the use of contemporary digital learning technologies. Moreover, the school employs a 
wide range of programmes for engaging these young people, particularly through arts-based programmes 
and a high degree of community engagement. What we also found, however, is that the resolute 
commitment to systematic code-based literacy and numeracy instruction, as well as the acquisition of 
conventional English print literacy, became a hindrance when it came to productive engagement of the 
students in learning. While the students understood the importance of becoming English-literate quickly 
(many aspired to be doctors and community service workers in their new Anglo-dominant home country), 
they nevertheless chafed at the “baby stuff” through which alphabetic literacies were delivered.  
 
Meanwhile, the teachers, in a spirit of caring, were concerned not to require too much of these 
particularly disadvantaged migrants, so that they would not experience a sense of despair or failure. This 
was a powerful school commitment. When learning possibilities through a new multimodal social 
networking virtual learning platform were introduced to the staff, they expressed these concerns, fearing 
that an absence of the basics would militate against any successful engagement with what appeared to the 
staff to be quite complex digital technologies. An irony that needs to be acknowledged here is that at the 
same time these professional development sessions were being conducted, these same students were 
observed to be using their iPods during an ICT lesson to download, transfer and share music in their first 
languages. 
 
It was decided therefore that, although possibilities existed in the future for some form of 
engagement with contemporary digital learning technologies for this group within the school, multimodal 
engagement needed to be delayed at least until such time as these students were perceived to have moved 
beyond pre-literacy; clearly, literacy was understood to be alphabetic literacy, and alphabetic literacy was 
understood to be a necessary and sufficient first step to developing all other literacies. It is worth noting that 
during this time, parents were very supportive of the teaching staff, and understood the school’s role in very 
traditional terms, so they were at no stage at odds with the choices of the school to make conventional 
English print literacy the priority. They were generally very pleased with the level of support their children 
were being given and did not see themselves as having any pedagogical input beyond complying with the 
school’s modes of delivery and methods of instruction. 
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Instructive Complications 
Again, what we see even in this “enlightened” schooling context is that the prevailing culture is 
robust, and powerfully defended by caring teachers and the communities they serve. In this school, the 
principal and staff have strong social justice orientations and are highly committed to providing the most 
relevant and successful schooling experience and outcomes for the dispossessed students that they teach. 
Having said this, we also need to acknowledge evidence of the rigidity of the school’s programming for ESOL 
students that gives priority to a growth and development approach, the net effect of which is to ask 
adolescents to engage with the sort of curriculum content that is more relevant to the skills and interest of 
preschoolers. The implication here is that, if students have not mastered the conventional print literacy 
basics, they simply cannot engage successfully with multiliteracies.  
 
Further, where teachers themselves perceive digital literacies as complicated or difficult to master, 
they are more likely to pull back from or resist using these as a starting point for productive ESL learning. It 
was apparent to us as researchers that, although the learning technologies being explored were user-
friendly and common web-based tools, the teachers to whom the technologies were being demonstrated 
were struggling to see how they operated, let alone understand how they might be incorporated into their 
pedagogical work. This is arguably a generational issue, not simply a pedagogical one. As McWilliam (2008) 
explained, what baby boomers call “using technology”, young people, regardless of their ethnicity or social 
background, see as simply going about the business of living. They have a different relationship with the 
electronic world from baby boomers, and technology is no mystery to them (Tapscott, 2009). It is so 
integrated into their lives as to be more like prostheses than gadgets. They are not print-centric; their social 
engagement is very much focused on the screen, rather than the book. By contrast, their teachers are likely 
to be mature adults, with a traditional Anglo educational background, who are less likely to feel at ease with 
new digital technologies, and regard them as a step up in complexity from print-based reading and writing. 
 
In terms of reflecting on the hierarchies of literacies that appear to be assumed by the teachers in 
this case study, it is worth noting Paris’s view that “unconstrained skills such as vocabulary and 
comprehension develop before, during and after constrained skills are mastered so there is no evidence to 
warrant instructional priority of constrained skills over unconstrained skills” (Paris, 2005, p. 2). This view is 
echoed in the work of prominent literacy educators such as Freebody, Lo Bianco and Luke, among others, 
who caution against assuming that any particular mode of literacy (i.e., linguistic, oral, gestural, spatial, print 
or digital) or literacy resource (i.e., decoding, meaning-making, critical analysis and use of texts) is 
preliminary to the development of the others or somehow more central just because difficulties with one 
dimension may be more visible than difficulties with another (Freebody, 2007; Lo Bianco & Freebody, 1997; 
Luke & Freebody, 1997). 
Conclusion 
The critical reading of two attempts at integrating multiliteracies initiatives into mainstream 
schooling discussed above is not motivated by a desire to trivialize the value of learning or the important 
work that teachers and schools undertake on a daily basis. Its intent is to remind us of the extent to which 
schooling, though still important, may be increasingly irrelevant to the future lives of all young people. 
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Effective pedagogical work in auxiliary multiliteracies initiatives in one classroom or even one school does 
not shift mainstream schooling culture; indeed, it can keep it even more squarely in place. As a partial 
adoption, it can be to mainstream pedagogy as Carnival is to Church. The Carnival has remained a playful 
alternative, flourishing in spaces that are bounded and delimited by cultural tradition, and, as such, it has 
never threatened the Church. Like Carnival, digital spaces can be different, exciting, and seductive. However, 
like Carnival, they may remain on the edge of “real schooling”, which remains resilient for the very fact that 
it can point to a myriad of innovative instances without having to fundamentally rethink daily practice in 
mainstream schooling. Where multiliteracies are understood as garnish to the pedagogical roast of 
traditional code/print-based alphabetic and academic literacies, they will continue to work on the sidelines 
of mainstream schooling, and be seen only as either useful extensions or helpful interventions for high-
performing and at-risk students respectively.  
 
What does emerge from the above accounts are two key lessons. First, where the governing 
institutional culture privileges and rewards traditional print-based academic literacies, high-performing 
students negotiating the fundamental tensions around a digital or diligent student identity can and will step 
around multiliteracies as it suits them. What suits them is not a simple matter of personal choice but a 
complex issue of in-school identity formation and its attendant expectations. Second, where the prevailing 
pedagogical practice subscribes to theories of literacy acquisition that are strictly sequential (i.e., print-based 
alphabetic literacy precedes other forms of cognitive and multimodal engagement) and segmented (i.e., 
particular modes of literacy and associated skills/resources develop independent of one another), then 
multiliteracies and digitality are relegated to “semi-play” status in the everyday business of being a teacher 
and a student. In such settings, language-minority (and often, academically at-risk) students may or may not 
have access to multiliteracies-based programmes in their “normal” schooling day, and this access is, for the 
most part, contingent on the sustainability and scalability of these digital learning initiatives. As Warschauer 
and Grimes (2008) attested, access to such programmes of itself may or may not make for the sort of 
powerful new learning that is crucial to changing students’ life chances. 
 
More research needs to be done in relation to schooling contexts that parallel the two scenarios 
described above: research that takes into account not only language-minority and at-risk students, but also 
privileged and/or elite students. As Cope and Kalantzis (2009) argue, to engage closely with diversity 
requires educators and researchers to “go far deeper than simple demographics, uncovering deep 
differences of experience, interest, orientation to the world values, dispositions, sensibilities, social 
languages and discourses”.  
 
In conclusion, the implications emerging from this paper constitute a step toward a more nuanced 
understanding of how diverse learners and their teachers negotiate the promises and challenges of the New 
London Group’s vision of a multiliteracies approach to literacy and learning. It is hard to make systemic 
pedagogical shifts within formal educational institutions that are struggling to make sense of, much less 
come to terms with, the complex and often paradoxical transitions from an industrial age to a globalized 
conceptual age (Hobsbawm, 1994; Pink, 2005). In documenting specific instances in which committed 
teachers are exploring what new digital tools offer their pedagogy, we hope to contribute to a growing body 
of knowledge about the promises and problematics of 21st-century pedagogy. 
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NOTES 
1 A detailed discussion of the evaluation design, instrumentation, validation procedures and statistical 
analysis technique used (i.e., Classification and Regression Tree modelling) is beyond the scope of this 
paper. This can be made available to interested readers on request, or see Tan and McWilliam (2008) for 
a comprehensive discussion of these aspects of the research study. 
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